The paper highlights the importance of resurrecting the debate about how to define a profession. The drive to define a profession is traced back to the taxonomic approach -encompassing the work of trait and functionalist writers -in which professions were seen as possessing unique and positive characteristics, including distinctive knowledge and expertise. A range of critical challenges to this approach are then considered, particularly as they relate to the role of knowledge and expertise in defining a profession, covering interactionism, Marxism, Foucauldianism and discourse analysis. However, the most effective challenge to the taxonomic approach is considered to be the neo-Weberian perspective based on a less broadly assumptive and more analytically useful definition of a profession centered on exclusionary closure. With reference to case studies, the relative merits of neo-Weberianism compared to taxonomic and other approaches are examined in relation to the role of knowledge and expertise and delineating professional boundaries.
It has long been suggested in the sociology of professions from various theoretical vantage points that debating the definition of a profession is a sterile exercise (for example, Johnson 1972) . Now, with some notable exceptions (for instance , Sciulli 2010; Brante 2011) , the field has moved on and this has become a subject that is rarely discussed. However, it is argued here that defining a profession is not a pointless exercise in relation to knowledge and expertise and other claimed features of profession -as it is actually at the root of understanding what professions are about and how they operate. The main issue is the terms on which definitions of professions are constructed in the Anglo-American and Western European context. It is this area that is explored in this paper from both an historical and contemporary perspective before building to a conclusion advising on future studies of this field.
The taxonomic approach
Although earlier observations were made on professions as a distinctive group in the division of labour -as exemplified by Carr-Saunders and Wilson (1933) who saw the professions as a stable force in society -the task of defining professions seriously began with the taxonomic approach of the 1950s and 1960s. Professions within this approach were seen as possessing a diverse range of characteristics differentiating them from other occupations. These characteristics centrally encompassed knowledge and expertise -as well as others such as playing a positive part in the community. The emphasis that taxonomic contributors gave to knowledge and expertise was understandable as recognised professions typically had a stronger formal knowledge and higher educational base than other occupations (Freidson 1986) . Identifying this was perhaps one of the strengths of the taxonomic approach in the context of this paper -especially in versions of the approach that presented such characteristics in the form of an 'ideal type', against which professions could be judged (as illustrated by Parsons 1952) , as distinct from describing presumed features of professional groups.
There were two broad variants of the early taxonomic approach. The first involved trait writers who generated many differing ad hoc lists of attributes of professions (for instance, Wilensky 1964 ). Most lists included high level knowledge and expertise or related items as special features -alongside other characteristics such as codes of ethics, altruism, rationality and educational credentials. In this vein Greenwood (1957) felt that knowledge organised into a body of theory based on abstract propositions was important in defining a profession, in which preparation for practice was intellectual. Functionalists presented more theoretically coherent accounts, seeing a functional relationship between professions and society (for example, Goode 1960 and Barber 1963) . Specifically in this context, occupations with very esoteric and complex knowledge and expertise of great importance to society were usually seen as being granted a high position in the social system with state sanction in return for protecting the public and/or clients. Herein for the functionalists lies the functionality of knowledge and expertise.
However, the rather uncritical and ahistorical taxonomic perspective has rightly been criticised -not least in terms of the centrality of knowledge and expertise to the professions. The critique of such an approach was highlighted by the focus of some writers within the trait approach on constructing league tables glorifying one or other professions, depending on the range and weighting of elements (Millerson 1964) . A number of the characteristics were also often assumed rather than established, including aspects of knowledge and expertise -with trait and functionalist writers opening themselves up to the argument that they were reflexively presenting professional ideology rather than reality. In this regard, the critique of taxonomy can probably best be explored through the variety of alternative, sometimes intersecting, but less complimentary perspectives that subsequently emerged in the sociology of professional groups.
The critics of the taxonomic approach
Of the early critics of the taxonomic approach, interactionism based on labelling theory drew attention to the parallels rather than differences between high flung professions and more stigmatised occupations such as garbage attendants and prostitutes, including in making sense of their work (for instance, Becker 1962 and Hughes 1963) . This theme has more recently been resurrected by Brante (2010) who has noted, amongst other things, that the knowledge and skills of auto mechanics are not as distinctive as supposed, having many features in common with professional practitioners like doctors and lawyers -not least in being classified into generalists and specialists. It was through such examples that the early writing of the interactionists prompted sociologists to view trait and functionalist contributors as being the 'dupe' of professions in terms of knowledge, expertise and other characteristics in legitimating their dominance by reifying their uniqueness without too much empirical analysis (Roth 1974) .
Interactionism, however, had the downside of being micro oriented and viewing a 'profession' simply as a socially negotiated label based on occupational ideologies, not least in terms of the knowledge and skills involved. It did not therefore offer a structural explanation of success or failure in relation to the state in terms of winning professional spurs. The Marxist approach, though, undoubtedly does take a macro structural approach -even if it often has a self-fulfilling view of the state as serving capitalist interests and has become politically questionable with the recent demise of state socialist societies (Saks 1998) . It has diverse strands, ranging from professions being seen as skilled agents of surveillance and control for a dominant class (for example, Ehrenreich and Ehrenreich 1979) to being concepttualised as increasingly de-professionalised under capitalism as their knowledge and expertise is rationalised (for instance, McKinlay and Arches 1985) . This view of de-professionalisation is most starkly represented by Braverman (1974) who argued that skilled professional tasks were being broken down as a result of managerial strategies for controlling the labour process under capitalism.
A somewhat different take is provided by Foucauldians, who challenge the rationality frequently assumed by taxonomic contributors as regards the scientific progress associated with professions in prisons, schools and other institutional areas (Foucault 1979 ) -for example, by highlighting the destructive rather than positive force of psychiatry (Foucault 1973) . This more critical approach is in part centred on 'governmentality', involving the 'institutionalisation of expertise', in which the state is seen not as a coherent calculating entity, but as an ensemble of institutions, knowledges and procedures derived from the outcome of governing. This approach has its own difficulties in terms of empirical operationalisation, not least because of its conceptual integration of the state and the professions (Saks 2003a) . However, critically in this context, the position of professions is not here defined as being inherently generated by knowledge and expertise per se; rather, this group of occupations is seen as based on the selective political incorporation of expertise into state formation as a key resource of governance (Johnson 1995) .
Leaving aside the highly abstracted Marxist and Foucauldian approaches (Macdonald 1995) , a perspective currently more in vogue in offering an alternative to the taxonomic approach is centred on the discourse of professionalism. This is illustrated by Fournier (1999) in recruitment and advertising, who accentuates the importance of the ideology of professionalism in work contexts. Cohen, Wilkinson, Arnold and Finn (2005) build on this approach in analysing architects' accounts of the purpose and process of their own occupation in the public and private sector, which are particularly focused on the role of creative knowledge and expertise. In providing greater insight into the culture of professionalism, this perspective opens up a wider range of occupations to the purview of the sociology of professions. Even if it lacks the analytical insights provided by some other, more tightly drawn, approaches (Saks 2010) , it again fruitfully goes beyond the taxonomic reification of knowledge and expertise and other attributes in defining a profession.
The neo-Weberian approach
As has been seen, therefore, the four mainstream approaches to professional definition identified and examined above challenge -each in their own way -the more traditional trait and functionalist notion that knowledge and expertise in itself plays a critical role in professionalisation. What they variously highlight is that the articulation of the role of knowledge and expertise is more complex than taxonomic writers typically set out -whether because of the more nuanced macro political base of professions or the way in which they use these concepts ideologically to legitimate their standing. The critics thereby question the centrality of knowledge and expertise per se to the definition of a profession. It is argued here, though, that the analytically most helpful perspective going beyond taxonomy in defining professions is the neo-Weberian approach (see, for instance , Parkin 1979 ). This will now be considered in more detail, especially in this paper from the viewpoint of knowledge and expertise where it has particular benefits.
It should initially be said that professions are normally defined at root by neoWeberians in terms of exclusionary social closure in the marketplace sanctioned by the state. As such, the neo-Weberian approach is centred on the tenet that we live in a dynamic and competitive world of macro political power and interests, in which occupational groups gain and/or maintain professional standing based on the creation of legal boundaries that mark out the position of specific occupational groups -be they in accountancy and architecture or law and medicine. Professionalisation in this sense is centred on attaining a particular form of formal legal regulation with registers creating bodies of insiders and excluding outsiders. This, moreover, is typically linked to improved life chances for members of professional groups in the wider society -not least in terms of enhanced income, status and power (Saks 2003b) .
As with other approaches, there are differences within the neo-Weberian perspective as to how exactly a profession is conceived and defined. The definitions themselves span from control by the producer over the consumer (Johnson 1972) and market control of particular services by a body of self-governing equals (Parry and Parry 1976) to legitimate, organised autonomy over technical judgements and the organisation of work (Freidson 1994) . Intriguingly in this context, none of these interpretations put knowledge and expertise at the heart of the definitionalthough they may be used ideologically as political weapons in both winning and legitimating their much coveted professional standing. Rather, the key to the definition of a profession remains the sheltered position of professions in the marketplace, with entry to the professions usually gained through obtaining relevant higher education credentials. This concept also has the potential to be adapted to encompass more state-led models of the professions where market control is less central in certain national contexts, including in Nordic countries (see, for example, Erichsen 1995) .
The advantages of the neo-Weberian approach in defining professions are manifold. In the first place it avoids the unduly complimentary assumptions of many taxonomic writers by providing the basis for empirically assessing the role of knowledge and expertise, as well as other factors traditionally linked to professions. Moreover, unlike interactionism, this approach considers the macro structural and historical processes underpinning professionalisation. It also avoids the restrictive assumptions about the state inevitably acting in capitalist interests in relation to knowledge and expertise typically incorporated in the Marxist perspective, while sidestepping the methodological problems associated with conflating the state and professions in Foucauldian conceptualisations. Finally, a neo-Weberian approach provides greater precision in delineating professional boundaries and more policy leverage in its focus on state underwriting than discourse analysis in considering the control of knowledge and expertise (Saks 2010) . The benefits of the neoWeberian approach to professions can also be illustrated in practice -not least in relation to taxonomy -as highlighted in the next section, which focuses primarily on a range of examples drawn from the health arena to provide greater coherence to the argument.
The benefits of neo-Weberianism in practice
In relation to knowledge and expertise, one advantage of neo-Weberianism is that it shows that professionalisation does not always follow the linear process based on knowledge and expertise as depicted by Wilensky (1964) in his classic functionalist overview of professions. Freidson (1970) , for instance, in comparing pharmacy and optometry in the United States, found that members of these occupational groups had similar training and specialisation, but different legal diagnostic and prescription powers. However, if this suggests that the process of professionalisation has differential socio-political dimensions, so too does the fact that not all learned occupations necessarily become professions. This point is more recently underlined by the comparison of herbalism and acupuncture in England, where herbalists alone have been earmarked by government to gain legal closure through statutory regulation given a perceived need for greater public protection in this area -despite having equivalent knowledge and expertise and arguably less rigorous and unified occupational organisational structures to those of the acupuncturists (Saks 2011) .
These examples indicate that professionalisation is a socio-political process, involving power and interests in the market at a macro level. For neo-Weberians, then, definitions of professions cannot be pivoted on knowledge and expertise per se. Although it may be important to demonstrate some knowledge or expertise related to educational certification in making a successful case for professionalisation, this is seen more as part of the credentialist ideology linked to professional projects than a claim necessarily reflecting substance. This is exemplified by the professionalisation of medicine in 1858 in Britain before asepsis, anaesthesia and effective medical knowledge and expertise -at a time when hospitals were gateways to death, fifty years ahead of parallel trends in the United States (Saks 2003c) . Explanations of professionalisation therefore are sought less in concrete knowledge and expertise and more in a profession's tactics of competition and the prevailing socio-economic conditions -which in the case cited led the British medical profession to seek a de facto, as opposed to a de jure, monopoly in face of nineteenth liberal attacks to ride the waves of the political sea (Berlant 1975) .
For neo-Weberians, attention also needs to be paid to the ideological dimensions of professions above and beyond knowledge and expertise in understanding the success and failure of professionalisation in defining professions. This can be illustrated with reference to altruism, so often put forward by taxonomic writers as a distinctive actual professional characteristic (Saks 1995) . The case of herbalism and acupuncture underlines its potential importance, as the British government has placed a heavy emphasis on the protection of the public in modernising the health professions (Baggott 2004) . However, the level of altruism of professions relative to other occupations -as distinct from the legitimating ideological claim itselfhas rarely been systematically scrutinised. Interestingly, while a recent replicated Swedish survey of a range of professions, semi-professions and pre-professionsfrom lawyers to graphic designers -unusually analysed the amount of public trust given to such groups, it did not examine the relative position of nonprofessionalised occupations (Svensson 2011) .
Flexing the neo-Weberian definition of a profession
Although the view that knowledge and expertise is a sine qua non in professional formation can therefore be challenged from a neo-Weberian perspective in light of the foregoing discussion, it should be stressed that the definition of a profession within this approach is much wider than just outlining what is a profession. Professional definition can also be conceptually considered in terms of boundaries within a neo-Weberian perspective in a range of other ways -which may be more or less strongly related to knowledge and expertise. These can be illustrated within a neo-Weberian frame of reference by the definition of the boundaries of some specific professions in terms of dual closure. This concept refers to semiprofessional groups which contain elements of exclusionary closure of a classic profession like law or medicine, but are also mixed with aspects of usurpationary closure based on the collective action taken by groups of industrial workers (Parkin 1979) .
This kind of differentiation of professional boundaries can be exemplified further by work inspired by a neo-Weberian approach on the divisions in some countries with greater devolution like the United States between federal and statelevel professionalism (Freidson 1986) ; the differential historical and contemporary gender base of certain professions (Witz 1992) ; the ongoing interplay of the system of professions and their various jurisdictions (Abbott 1988) ; interprofessional working that may make for more or less permeable professional boundaries (Barrett, Sellman and Thomas 2005) ; organisational professionalism as distinct from occupational professionalism with the rise of powerful corporations and greater managerial accountability (Evetts 2006) ; and international as opposed to national patterns of professionalism related to the development of the European Union and more global points of political reference (Kuhlmann and Saks 2008) .
Although Brint (1994) has argued that there has been a shift towards expert professionalism in contemporary society, these and other cases of how professional boundaries can be flexed underline that the way a profession is defined is more than just a primary function of its knowledge base. They also highlight that the boundaries of such occupational groups are fluid and in a state of on-going flux. The direction and rapidity of this flux is influenced by many factors spanning from technological change and the historical position of specific professions to political lobbying by professions themselves and the stance of representatives of the state (Macdonald 1995) . Part of this process may of course also involve shifts in the basis of professional knowledge and expertise, but the role and pace of such movement should not be assumed; rather, it should be seen in a more holistic perspective centred on empirical investigation within the clear theoretical and methodological parameters of the neo-Weberian approach.
Conclusion
This is not of course to say that neo-Weberian analyses in defining professions have always been meticulously carried out when considering knowledge and expertise and other areas of professionalism. The limits of neo-Weberianism in defining professions are underlined by, amongst other things, its lack of empirical rigour in practice, which has on occasion involved substituting one ill-founded conventional wisdom for another (Saks 1983) ; its sometimes excessive and unjustifiably critical stance on professional groups, including its own assumptions about the negative role of professional self-interests and the lack of public benefit of professionally driven outcomes (Saks 1998) ; and its frequent failure to link analyses to the wider occupational division of labour in examining professionalising and/or marginal occupational groups (Saks 2003c) .
For all the critiques, though, we should not accept the claim by Evetts (2003) that the neo-Weberian approach is of limited relevance and it is now time to move on from definitions of professions based on market closure which neglect other occupations and issues -whether in terms of knowledge and expertise or any other axes in this area. These weaknesses in fact relate to the inappropriate operationalisation of neo-Weberianism in practice and are not intrinsic to the approach. As has been seen, there is no reason in principle why a neo-Weberian study of the role of knowledge and expertise in professions cannot be suitably scoped and empirically grounded. More enlightened neo-Weberian writers, moreover, acknowledge not only that professions can have very positive influences on clients and/or the wider society, but also that this may sometimes be entirely compatible with the pursuit of group interests (Saks 1995) . Moreover, the whole essence of the neo-Weberian approach is based on a wider concept of closure, covering both positively and negatively privileged classes (Parkin 1972) . It thereby prompts the examination of a much wider vista than simply those occupational groups that have formally achieved professional standing.
While other perspectives -including those centred on a looser categorisation of professions -offer useful insights, we should not 'throw the baby out with the bath water'. This is underlined by the many exemplary neo-Weberian analyses that have been produced, not least in relation to knowledge and expertise in a range of fields from the examination by Halliday (1987) of the governance of the legal profession in the United States to the consideration by Larkin (2002) of the establishment of the professions allied to medicine in Britain, in addition to other studies referred to in this paper. The conclusion therefore is that neo-Weberianism remains one of the most incisive approaches for understanding how professions are both defined and define themselves, including in terms of the role of knowledge and expertise. But, whatever the perspective adopted, it is vital to have these debates about this subject as they are at the heart of addressing in the most incisive way key issues related to the definition of professions and the role of knowledge and expertise in their construction.
